Estimating the probability of lymphedema after breast cancer surgery.
Lymphedema is a common complication of breast cancer surgery, leading to a decreased quality of life. The risk and severity of lymphedema were associated with surgery side upper extremity infection, ≥25 kg/m(2) body mass index (BMI), and the level of hand use (LHU). Our aim was to estimate the probability of lymphedema after breast cancer surgery by using previously published incidence rates and these 3 risk factors. The design was a n:m matched case control study; data were analyzed on 51 patients with lymphedema and 126 available controls matched on age, radiation therapy, and operation type. In conjunction with published estimates of lymphedema, incidence rates, and estimates of the proportions of risk factor combinations in cases and controls, the Bayes' theorem was used to estimate the probability of developing lymphedema. Lymphedema probabilities of 7 combinations for 6 different published calculations were used. With the assumption of 16% LE incidence rate of lymphedema, a BMI<25, no infection, and a low LHU, the estimated probability of lymphedema was 6.8%. With the assumption of 46.3% LE incidence a BMI ≥25, infection, and a high LHU led to an estimated lymphedema probability of 93.7%. This study shows that control of predisposing factors in both high and low incidence rates has a marked effect on the probability of LE development. In other words, patients with low incidence for LE are more prone to develop LE if the predisposing factors are controlled poorly compared to the high incidence patients whom the predisposing factors are avoided.